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DIVORCE PRACTICE—STAFF ISSUES
This is the third and final article in a series on divorce practice engagement
issues.

nless you are an absolute purist, sooner or later, as with virtually any
other service you provide, when doing divorce work, you need to
accept the fact that you will increase the volume of what you do and
improve your personal efficiency if you bring staff into the equation. Using
staff is one of those love/hate relationships, and often we just do not have
acceptable alternatives. However, if you want to do more of this work and make
more money than is possible just on your own personal labors, you need to take
advantage of the capitalist system and make a profit by hiring staff.
There are many issues involving hiring and using staff, ranging from the con
ceptual, to the practical, to the absurd. To have that staff work as meaningfully
and as profitably for you as possible, you need to invest time and effort in that
staff, and you need to make sure that they understand some of the truly inter
esting and difficult nuances of this type of work, as opposed to normal client
servicing. This brings into play such issues as experience, personality, personal
presence, and discretion. In no particular order, allow me to present you with
what I consider to be several of the key issues to be addressed in managing staff
in a divorce practice.

U

Experience level
I know of some of my peers who have hired accountants fresh out of school
(the way some of them look nowadays, I think it’s from junior high school) and
with no experience, make them dedicated to the litigation department. I per
sonally believe that is a mistake—an accountant is much more effective in liti
gation work (particularly divorce work) when that person already has had a few
years experience getting to understand businesses from the business owner’s
perspective rather than the other side. It helps to spend serious time working
with business owners to shelter income, to give staff a true appreciation of

what is involved, the accounting systems, some of the
games that are played, and where to look for the family
jewels. How can someone with no experience do a thor
ough job investigating a business and uncovering
perquisites, let alone unreported income?
When doing a classic audit, you probably have the low
est junior handle the bank reconciliation and petty cash;
you step up the level of experience for someone to test
receivables; and then perhaps go real heavy when it
comes to an area like inventory. That kind of stratification
is usually not easily accommodated in divorce work.
There are certainly many times when you will want to
make use of a junior-level person, assuming that there is
a lot of basic accounting record review, checking account
analysis, and simple bill vouching. However, you are
going to be faced simultaneously with the need to fill up
a full day in the field and some of the work is going to be
far more difficult—perhaps looking for unreported
income, really understanding various invoices that will be
vouched, and of course, making decisions about what is
worth spending time on and what is not. Because of the
difficulties of this work and the exposure, when in doubt,
err on the side of using a heavyweight over a lightweight.
Do not overestimate a junior staff’s ability to understand
what is involved; otherwise, you will get a straight audit
mentality approach that in effect says, “Because there is a
bill here proving the expense, it must be legitimate.”

Dedicated staff versus the bullpen
Once we have experienced staff involved, I believe this
one is a clear-cut decision, assuming that you have
enough staff to make this a choice. I want people work
ing on my litigation cases who are substantially dedicated
to litigation work (if you have the volume and the luxury,
they should be exclusively dedicated to litigation work).
If you are going to use specialists, and there are lulls in
the business, you may find that you are not getting as
much pure production (billable hours percentage) out of
litigation-dedicated staff as you are from a bullpen
accountant. Accept that as reasonable under the circum

stances—this is especially easy to accept if you are doing
what you are supposed to do (if you read my previous
articles), which is charge the premium fees that this type
of work deserves. Then, you can breathe a little more
comfortably with only 1,900 billable hours a year from
that staff person.

Gender
Presumably we can agree that there are two genders. In
most of the work we do, gender is not, and indeed should
not be, an issue. However, in divorce work, I strongly rec
ommend that you have a team that includes both genders.
Because of the personal and emotional issues involved in
this type of work, there are times when you will be much
better served by having a female handle the account, and
other times you will be better served by having a male
handle the account. Some people going through the
divorce process want to have nothing to do with the
opposite gender. Considering what some people have
endured in their marriages, and what they are subjected to
in the divorce process, that is really not surprising.

Auditor versus tax person
You know that you want someone who is inquisitive, but
do you want the classic-organized-work-deck mind of an
auditor, or the conniving-thought-process attitude of a tax
person? I don’t have a definitive answer for you, but if
forced to make a choice (and it may be my own personal
prejudice from my own background), especially in
divorce work, I think a tax person will do better than an
audit person.

Discretion
With the typical accounting client, a certain amount of
chit-chat is good for the relationship and natural within
the context of servicing that account. Also, because you
are working with and for that client, there’s nothing
about chit-chat in particular that causes you to be overly
concerned about conversations with that client and his
or her personnel. However, it is a different situation on
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an investigative case. The staff must understand that if
they are investigating a business while representing the
nonbusiness spouse, it is extremely important how they
conduct themselves, who they talk to, and what they say.
There are also similar concerns even if they are working
for the business owner—usually only a select few (if any)
of that person’s employees are aware of what is going on,
the magnitude of the situation, or specifically what they
are doing and why they are doing it. It takes a certain
style and maturity to be able to draw a target’s employees
into a revealing discussion.

Overlapping assignments
Considering the nature of a litigation case, with its non
recurring aspects, often limited windows for access to
records, and potential for embarrassing mistakes, you
need to be willing to endure more overlap between you
and your staff than you would in a typical commercial
account. That is, do not hold back in having your lead
staff on an assignment participate with you in selected
conferences and interviews. Even if you have to eat that
time, the work product will probably be much
enhanced. In the long run, this will be a profitable use
of your personnel.

Training
There is of course the obvious need for training or con
tinuing professional education as a general item and
specifically for any area of practice. Litigation work is no
different, particularly when it comes to such technical
areas as valuation. Also, seriously consider having at least
one senior staff person learn how to write reports. You
are ahead of the game if you have a good report writer
already. However, all too often we see bright capable
people who may do a lot of excellent work but who have
no comprehension of how to write a report, establish a
flow of language, make things clear and understandable
to the reader, and how to demonstrate even the most
basic understanding of grammar. You will save yourself a
lot of time and aggravation if you can count among your
senior personnel a good report writer.

Supervision and direction
Allow me to briefly give four illustrations why staff needs
close supervision and specific direction (I apologize to
those readers who have more than a week’s experience
in accounting and more than half of a brain—what I am
about to present is overly obvious):
© Lots of deposits, totaling far in excess of reported
income—The staff’s first impression was that this was
a slam dunk. We had proof of major unreported
income. The problem was there were multiple bank

accounts, and what that staff was looking at was mere
ly the movement of money between accounts, creat
ing the illusion—but not the reality—of much
income.
T&E documentation—Yes, in the best sense of an
audit, the staff came across solid documentation prov
ing the expense. End of story. However, was it a busi
ness expense or was it personal? It turned out, of
course, that much of the expenses were personal—it
is just that they were well documented.
© On the move—The company being investigated
moved during the year. Everything was in order; all
expenses were accurate and reasonable; and the rent
on both ends was to unrelated third parties.
Therefore, the staff determined that no adjustments
were necessary. However, what about nonrecurring
expenses and what about three months of duplicated
rent expense?
© The “I’m just too good” client—A retail store, with a
cash register tape that tied perfectly to sales. There is
such a thing as too good to be true. What about the
second cash register?

These are but four actual examples of situations where
very competent and capable accounting staff did what
they thought was the job but missed the essence and
spirit of why we are there. Make sure that whatever staff
you use—and this can apply to seniors as well as to
juniors—understand what they are there for, what they
are trying to find, and the importance of looking outside
of the box.

Succession planning
Perhaps the ultimate issue in having the right personnel
for any aspect of our practice, indeed for any aspect of
most businesses, is the matter of succession. In the tradi
tional accountant-client relationship, transition, while it
has a number of issues, tends not to be all that difficult or
complex—generally it revolves around personality. This
is generally also true for even many of the aspects of the
“modem” accounting firm. It is not quite that easy in the
litigation field. On one hand, virtually every job we do in
litigation is a one-time job, and therefore virtually every
client we have is a one-time client—to which no transi
tion or succession is possible. On the other hand, we
need to recognize that in many senses, the proxy for the
ongoing client relationship in litigation work is with the
attorney who refers the business. Just as a client might
provide you with $10,000 a year of fees, an attorney may
refer you one litigation case per year—and thus is the
equivalent of that $10,000-a-year regular accounting
client. Succession within your firm concerning the work
you are doing in the litigation field basically means being
continued on page 4
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continued from page 3 — Divorce

able to transfer the referral base—transfer the relation
ship so that attorney will feel comfortable referring to
someone who probably was your employee and now per
haps has become your partner and is taking over your
“book” when you retire.
This is perhaps somewhat more difficult than the nor
mal accounting client-transition issue, but it is something
that can be attacked logically and methodically; assum
ing, of course, technical competence, it is a matter of
almost routine human relationships. In addition, and too
often overlooked, is the client’s succession. Just as you
may face transitioning a client from you to another part
ner in your firm, you may also see that need within the
client itself from one generation to the next. In some
ways it is even easier with a law firm—if you have estab
lished yourself with that firm, and have a good relation
ship with one of its major players, perhaps the person in
your firm who will be succeeding to you is a good match
(if nothing else, at least by age) with other attorneys in
that firm, including those who might succeed to the liti
gator with whom you have a relationship. Make it a point
to go out of your way to secure these interrelationships.
Do not keep a good promotional lunch or dinner to your
self—bring along a senior-level person of your litigation
department who you are considering becoming the next
in your firm to run with the litigation work. If your firm’s
culture is such that you are overly protective of these
relationships, you will not be able to transition your liti
gation work. ✓

—By Kalman A. Barson, CPA, ABV, CFE, CVA, share
holder in charge of the Litigation Services Group at
Rosenberg Rich Baker Berman & Company in
Bridgewater, New Jersey. He can be reached at
kbarson@rrbb.com. Barson is the editor of Income
Reconstruction: A Guide to Discovering Unreported
Income, published by the AICPA.

SAVE 20% ON
Income Reconstruction: A Guide to Discovering
Unreported Income
By Kalman A. Barson, CPA, ABV, CFE, CVA
Get proven methods to uncover and determine unre
ported income from a wide variety of businesses.
Order by December 31,2000, and save 20%!
Member price $59.95, now $48.00
Nonmember price $74.95, now $60.00
To order copies of Income Reconstruction (product
number 056500PC11), call (888) 777-7077.
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STAFFING INTERVIEW WITH
PAUL MCDONALD OF
RHI MANAGEMENT RESOURCES
Q: What does the younger, recently graduated CPA want?
PMcD: What we’ve seen is that they want a broad base
of experiences early on so they’re not pigeonholed into
one area of practice. In the past, a CPA would have set
tled into a practice, become an absolute expert over six
to eight years—maybe a decade—make partner, and so
on. What we’re seeing today is they want to be business
people, and they’ll make a move if it’s going to broaden
their skills base. CPAs of the past would have worked for
only two or three practices. CPAs today believe that they
have to move to get another opportunity because firms
don’t identify their need for intellectual stimulation and
new practice experiences. CPAs feel compelled to move
because they’re on a track and they don’t see a turn in the
road to broaden their skill set. I think that’s number one,
and I think that’s true in many companies. It’s not just
the CPA firms.

Q: So, they are moving to find employers who can pro
vide hands-on training. What else?
PMcD: Well, there are also the financial considerations.
In the current hiring environment—and at least for the
last two or three years—with each move, recently gradu
ated CPAs can get a substantial raise and sign-on bonus.
The vanity of additional money, bonuses, and of someone
wanting you is pretty powerful. I would say the prime
target for most companies outside of CPA firms would be
the three-to-five or five-to-seven-year CPA who can come
in as a business partner. They’re prime targets for a com
pany that wants to bring in a top financial mind at the
controller or assistant controller level and grow them.
So, companies have become much better and more
aggressive in recruiting. And they will throw in options
and other financial inducements. So, that’s the other rea
son CPAs might change jobs: It’s also the quickest way to
get a raise.

Q: So, CPA firms are competing with these companies
right now?
PMcD: Absolutely. I think that the three-to-five-year
CPA who has been out on audit or tax engagements and
has made a positive impression with the business com
munity and clients is very attractive to corporations.
They become prime targets. So, the exposure and back
ground generated by their work creates a retention issue
in itself.
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Q: What other reasons entice CPAs to switch to industry?
PMcD: For some time, a major reason was flexibility. In
accounting, it’s a known that you’re going to work exten
sive hours. You know many CPAs think it looks bad not
to put in sixty or seventy hours, even during nonpeak
times, because they’re also creating billing. They’re billable. However, that wears on somebody. Especially when
they believe they’re not having a big impact on the client
and that those extra twenty or thirty hours would be bet
ter spent learning a new skill set.
Also, there’s another area that’s pulling people away.
Technology is really pulling a lot of accountants out of
the typical CPA track and into project lead roles. Not
only do CPAs have a financial mind to make sure there are
no overruns, but it’s a very romantic area. CPAs can pol
ish up a new skill set and they have a high impact. Again,
they’re learning. I think people are hungrier to learn than
companies give them credit for.

Q: So, CPAs wanting to learn more technology are being
pulled away from CPA firms into technology jobs?
PMcD: Well, also because technology is such a dynamic
area that everyone wants to work there and be a part of
that. In the recent past, you could jump in as a financial
executive and be part of an IPO [initial public offering] —
that was very attractive. In a similar way, accountants can
really embrace technology and make themselves more
valuable. I mean, valuable beyond the base technologies
of whatever proprietary system that they may be on. The
business community in general is looking for someone
who can adapt to new technologies and be leaders in that
area. To get the next promotion, accountants think they
must exhibit the ability to continue to learn versus being
content with the status quo. So, I think it’s more about
being fresh and being valued and feeling like you’re on
the edge. It’s like staying in shape professionally.

Q: What fringe benefits are popular?
PMcD: We’re seeing companies provide more in the area
of childcare. Many companies give it lip service, but
some are starting to pay for the daytime care of children.
There’s also greater emphasis on employee choice and
work/life balance, so companies are offfering new pro
grams such as pooled vacation and sick time, concierge
services, and financial planning.
Q: What about employee stock ownership plans?

PMcD: You know, CPAs have to feel like they’re part of
the solution group and not a cog in the machine. Stock
gives them that feeling—it’s definitely a positive experi
ence and it gives ownership, but that’s typically an annuTHE PRACTICING CPA, NOVEMBER 2000

LAST CHANCE!
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Also—these are the final weeks to access FREE online
trial preview of the complete—
® E-MAP: AICPA’s Management of an Accounting
Practice Handbook Online
Just log onto www.cpaweb.org, and at the main menu,
click on AICPA MAP Handbook. Enter this special
password on the e-MAP Welcome Page: E-MAP-XSU.

al event. A more ongoing experience is letting the staff
be part of the solution group. They can be more than just
the tactical audit or tax people, out on an engagement,
doing all the work-up. They can be part of the solution or
presentation to the client, showing how that client can
improve and what it should do going forward. In other
words, they should have the final opportunity to be a
partner to clients and part of the solution base. That gives
them the ownership and they feel like they’re having an
impact, again, versus being a cog in the machinery.
Q: What should partners consider a solution to staffing
problems?
PMcD: Good financial people, CPAs in particular, are
always going to be in demand. There will always be
opportunities in the business community, and there will
always be attrition due to that. So, keeping the bench and
the pipeline full of talent is always going to be an issue.
There’s no tried-and-true solution. What we’ve found is
the reasons people stay at firms are (1) they’re continual
ly given new opportunities, (2) they’re financially reward
ed as well as intellectually rewarded, and (3) they fit with
the atmosphere and culture of the practice. The best
firms hire to their culture, and that cultural bond makes it
more difficult for someone to leave. That’s your best
bet—creating a like-minded culture. ✓

—Paul McDonald is the Executive Director of RHI
Management Resources, a division of Robert Half
International Inc. He can be reached at (650) 234-6000.
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STRATEGIC REVIEW
Is your firm languishing in the new economy? Do you
have great ideas, but don’t know how to implement
them? Do you wonder about your competition? Are you
losing staff, but can’t figure out why? At the close of your
peer review, do you question your reviewer firm for extra
management advice? Are you flirting with new service
additions?
These are just a few of the questions firms need to be ask
ing themselves if they are to adapt and compete in today’s
fluid economic environment. PCPS has developed the
strategic review program, which is designed to stimulate
this kind of reflection and then help you create the
processes for identifying and implementing the best new
directions. Reviewer PCPS firms have always been avail
able to provide informal advice on management issues not
covered in the peer review, and now they’re available to
provide an entirely new type of review experience.

type, direction, and future of the firm. The reviewer firm
also examines all the firm’s documents—for example,
mission statement and business and marketing plans—to
the extent that they exist. On the actual review day, the
reviewer firm visits the reviewed firm’s office and inter
views some or all of the firm’s key players. They compare
the interview responses with the survey questionnaire
assessments. When the face-to-face portion of the review
is completed, the reviewer firm analyzes its findings and
reports formally to the reviewed firm in an exit confer
ence. A written report may be issued upon the reviewed
firm’s request.
As part of the strategic review offering, the AICPA trains
all reviewers. They must participate in a one-day educa
tional class to learn the program and the basic skill set to
conduct an effective engagement. Reviewed firms
choose their own reviewers based on their expertise and
reputations in certain areas. Firms generally select strate
gic reviewer firms in the same way as they would choose
their peer reviewer firms.

What is strategic review?
The strategic review is designed to help firms assess and
improve their strategic planning capabilities, as well as to
make recommendations on the direction and focus of firm
services. It will help to empower smaller firms in the new
market by identifying appropriate new types of services
that will allow these firms to compete successfully.
The strategic review is not a peer review. It is optional
and its results are not posted in the Public File. The strate
gic review can be administered as an independent event
or as an add-on to the peer review. It is designed more to
examine company culture and direction than to identify
professional practices. The review gives insight into the
firm’s planning processes.

Why now?
Why is now the right time for PCPS to introduce strategic
review? Because they heard loud and clear that many firms
want to change and adapt, but do not know how. The
introduction of strategic review coincides with the AICPA
Vision Project, designed to help CPA firms reach success in
the 21st century. (For more information on the Vision
Project, visit www.aicpa.org or call (800) CPA FIRM.)

Key steps for a successful strategic review
There are several steps to an effective strategic review.
The first step involves identifying key players—man
agers, partners, and administrators—as well as the rest of
the reviewed firm’s team. This team is surveyed to find
the firm’s impression of itself from the inside. This allows
the reviewer to determine cultural aspects of the firm
and come to some preliminary conclusions about the

6

PCPS has identified six areas of assessment for the strate
gic review:
1. Firm mission. Does the firm have a mission state
ment? A firm philosophy? Is it applied to all of the
firm’s activities on a day-to-day basis?
2. Firm organization. Does the firm have open lines of
communication among levels of its hierarchy? Does it
support innovative thinking? Does it reward individ
ual staff for exemplary performance?
3. Services. Do current service offerings meet the needs
of clients? What new services would most benefit cur
rent clients? Which would bring in new business?
What additional competencies must the firm develop
to offer those services?
4. Personnel. Does the firm provide opportunity for per
sonal growth and achievement of its employees? Does
it offer adequate benefits? Competitive salaries?
Bonuses commensurate with performance? Does
management lead by example and provide feedback
to its employees? Is the firm flexible with schedules
and time off? How does the firm boost morale? Is staff
turnover high or low?
5. Practice development. How does the firm promote
itself and its services? Is it active in professional and
community organizations? Does the firm have a mar
keting plan? How is it implemented?
6. Other. What is the firm’s growth rate? Does it use new
technology efficiently and to its fullest capacity? What
is the firm’s billing realization? How do its billing rates
compare with those of other firms?
continued on page 7
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2000 forum on Staffing
Save the date! The 2000 AICPA Forum on Staffing will be
held May 20-22 at the Omni Interlocken in Denver,
Colorado. We’ll be addressing the staffing and human
resources (HR) issues facing the accounting profession.
The Forum will focus on three tracks: Staffing Strategies,
Attracting Staff, and Retaining Staff. Session topics
include Generation X, Performance Appraisals, Recruiting
the Right Person for Your Situation, and many more. Send
your managing partner, firm administrator, or HR director
or other HR professionals to learn valuable lessons on
recruiting and retention. Look for our brochure in the
mail soon. For more information, call (800) CPA FIRM.

PCPS top talent survey
PCPS has designed its own “top talent” staffing survey to
determine which benefits and opportunities can help
PCPS member firms retain their top people. This ques
tionnaire will be distributed to managing partners at
PCPS member firms across the nation. PCPS asks the
managing partner to identify the firm’s top one or two
employees and pass the questionnaire on to them. Top
employees are defined as especially valuable profession
als, who have proven themselves essential to the firm
over some time. These are the people who managing
partners have been able to retain and who have con
tributed significantly to the firm’s success.
The survey asks its participants to identify the most
important reasons why they joined their firms and, even
more importantly, why they have chosen to remain there.
It names several factors, including such compensation
benefits as salary, medical insurance, and paid time off, as
well as such cultural benefits as flexible schedules, casu
al dress code, and firm management style.
The survey results will provide PCPS members “best
practices” for hiring and retaining the best staff possible.
The success stories described will serve as case studies
for member firms to model.
If you do not receive a survey packet and you would like
to participate, please call (800) CPA FIRM to request one.

New executive committee
The PCPS Executive Committee will hold its next meet
ing November 13-14 in San Francisco. At the meeting,
the committee will welcome several new members:
Deborah D. Lambert, Johnson Lambert & Co., Bethesda,
MD; Jeffrey K. Mock, Eichner & Associates, P.S., Bellevue,

WA; Candace E. Wright, Postlethwaite & Netterville,
APAC, Baton Rouge, LA; and Neal J. Harte, Harte, Carucci
& Driscoll, PC,Woburn, MA. We will be welcoming a new
Chair of the committee as well. Though Bill Balhoff has
served on the PCPS Executive Committee for three years,
this will be his first meeting as Chair. Balhoff succeeds
Harold Monk, who presided over the committee for three
years, from 1997-2000.

continued from page 6 — Strategic Review

Is strategic review for my firm?
The strategic review is intended for firms rooted in tradi
tion that may be offering undervalued or outdated ser
vices. They maintain an old-guard leadership style and
have difficulty visualizing future growth. The culture of
these firms can be resistant to change. Stagnant business
and ineffective strategic planning can lead only to the ero
sion of new business. One of the key functions of strate
gic review is to provide guidance for a core group of leaders
in such firms. Once identified, these leaders will be the
key players in visualizing and implementing change with
in the organization to assure success in the future.

Benefits of strategic review
The review examines firm structure and management
styles. Perhaps a firm makes all of its important decisions
involving only the most senior members. The firm may
be able to make more informed decisions after consider
ing the ideas and opinions of more junior members.
Reviewer firms can recommend different decision-mak
ing processes, which can lead to more efficient manage
ment as well as energized and motivated staff.
Once a firm has completed its strategic review, it
assumes the responsibility of making use of the lessons
learned during the process. The firm must take the infor
mation from its reviewer and put it into action. The
implementation of new strategies and tactics is up to the
firm to complete for itself.
During the exit conference, the reviewed firm may be
asked for a commitment to take action. If a formal report
is requested, it may identify key members of the firm, who
are charged with ownership of actions to be taken. PCPS
recognizes that many firms will need outside assistance in
implementing new strategies. Many strategic reviewers
will also possess strategic planning and facilitating skills
and can accept an engagement to provide additional con
sulting and facilitation, should a firm need motivation or
skills beyond those of its own team. Alternatively, firms
may elect to engage other consultants for that role.
continued on page 8
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continued from page 7 — Strategic Review

The skills learned in strategic review can be applied as
wise business practices in any industry. According to a
recent PCPS survey, small businesses regard their CPA
firms as their most trusted financial advisers. When a CPA
firm has undergone strategic review, it can then pass
lessons learned on to its own clients. Consequently, the
strategic review allows CPA firms to offer an additional
service to clients. ✓

—By Gary S. Hoffman, CPA, a partner in Weaver and
Tidwell in Dallas, Texas, where he serves as director of
business solutions and bead of the firm’s consulting
group. For more information on Strategic Review process
and how yourfirm can undergo a review, call (800) CPA
FIRM. The AICPA provides a training course for reviewer
firms. For more information on how to become a review
er firm, call (800) CPA-FIRM. If you are interested in
undergoing a strategic review, visit the PCPS Web site at
www.aicpa.org/pcps for more information.
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